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Trade in mislabeled endangered sharks  
The Conference of the Parties (CoP) of the Convention on International Trade in Endangered 
Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES), the global treaty that regulates wildlife trade, will 
meet in Sri Lanka later this year (1). Among the species to be proposed for Appendix II 
listing, as in previous CoPs, are globally endangered pelagic sharks, this time the shortfin 
(Isurus oxyrinchus) and longfin (I. paucus) makos (2). However, because species such as 
sharks are often mislabeled (3, 4), the current CITES monitoring requirements (5) are not 
sufficient protection. In addition to listing these sharks on Appendix II, CITES signatory 
nations must invest in comprehensive genetic testing to ensure that listed species are not 
disguised as legally traded products. 
There are currently 12 shark species listed on Appendix II (6), but evidence shows that the 
listing is not curtailing trade as designed. For example, the basking shark (Cetorhinus 
maximus) was targeted for centuries by fishers in the northeast Atlantic for its oil, meat, and 
high-value fins (7). In the second half of the 20th century, its abundance decreased by 90% in 
key aggregation sites in 25 years (half a generation) (8). As a result, the International Union 
for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) Red List classified it as Endangered in Europe (8). It was 
added to the CITES Appendix II in 2003 (6), and to the Convention on the Conservation of 
Migratory Species of Wild Animals (CMS) Appendix II in 2006 (7, 8). In 2007, thanks in 
part to these listings, the European Union (EU) prohibited fishing or landing the species (7, 
8). However, there are still reports of illegal landings and sales of basking sharks (8). Data 
between 2003 and 2017 show 404 tons landed from the northeast Atlantic, where they remain 
endangered (9). Moreover, basking shark fins were confirmed in markets in Hong Kong, 
Japan, and the United States years after the CITES listing (3). 
The basking shark is not an isolated case. Forensic genetic studies confirm fins in Hong Kong 
markets belonging to several other CITES Appendix II listed species, including scalloped 
(Sphyrna lewini) and great hammerhead (S. mokarran) sharks, even though populations 
remain globally endangered (4, 10). Furthermore, S. lewini fins have been genetically 
identified in UK wholesale markets among processed fins of other, non-endangered species 
(11). 
Clearly, the CITES listing has not completely deterred the international trade of endangered 
sharks. To regulate mislabeled illegal products, all CITES signatory nations must allocate 
sufficient resources to coordinate species identification methodologies for fast, routine 
monitoring of shark products across borders [e.g., (3, 12)]. Financial and knowledge 
resources will need to be made available to help some nations achieve this. Without these 
coordinated global actions, the future of endangered pelagic sharks remains precarious. 
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